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ABSTRACT
Corporate Social Advocacy on the BLM Movement: A Content Analysis of Corporate Responses
via Instagram
by
Oromidayo Tunji-Ajayi

Black Lives Matter (BLM) has been a concern in the US since 2013, thereby becoming an
increasing interest. Several US corporations’ attention has been drawn to BLM due to its radical
strategy on social media to facilitate engagements. Research shows that a company's engagement
in activism by taking a stance on socio-political issues often records growth. Also, scholars have
focused on corporate responses to BLM through the lenses of the implications or intentions of
the brand’s engagement. This study, however, analyzes 236 corporate Instagram BLM posts
through the lenses of the attributes of their responses. It is assumed that brand responses should
be significant in respect to clarity and intentionality. Therefore, to answer the research questions,
a five-coding scheme was created. Results suggested that a brand’s frequency of responses to
BLM, direct reference to BLM, and response content influence followers’ engagement and speak
volumes of their stance while addressing BLM.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
As policymaking and law enforcement keep changing, there are increasing differences in
opinions and acceptance of these changes among citizens. As a result, many become social actors
expressing their grievances to influence public issues (Johnston, 2014). These public issues may
be associated with political, cultural, religious, or socio-economic concerns posing to oppress
majorly the minorities found in a society. All of these were what brought about social
movements (Snow, 2013). The most reoccurring area of many social movements, especially in
the US has been to address inequalities or discrimination of any form. This involves areas
regarding racial inequality, gender inequality, income inequality, sexual orientation
discrimination, etc (Griley, 2018). Moreover, because of contrasting views on human rights and
socio-political matters, social movements will keep existing (Schulz, 2017). The essence of a
social movement, therefore, has been to address social illness found in a society that is related to
injustice, inequality, and discrimination (Mongiello, 2016). It is also called activism because the
movement involves using specific actions like protests and demonstrations to either support or
oppose issues arriving from the ruling parties (Earl et al., 2017).
An example of one of the most powerful trending social movements globally is the Black
Lives Matter (BLM) movement. Although it began as a hashtag #blacklivesmatter in 2013 in
response to the murder of a black teenage boy, Trayvon Martin, it grew in becoming a movement
after gaining popularity in 2014 due to the wrongful killing of another black teenage boy. Both
deaths were caused by white men (“Black Lives Matter”, n.d.a). Although still a decentralized
system of operation, the BLM movement became official and nationally recognized after three
black female organizers - Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi created it to be a
network (“Black Lives Matter”, n.d.a). Since then, the movement has been dedicated to
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addressing police brutality and systemic racism against the black community. BLM further
gained international recognition after the 2020 George Floyd killing that led to global weeks of
protests. This has made BLM a type of movement that has changed the narrative about social
movements' history globally due to its impact and changes it brought to politics and police
reform (Haworth, 2020). Some of its most outstanding impacts are the acceptance rate of the
movement worldwide and the use of social media to aid engagement, awareness, and
mobilization (Mundt et al., 2018).
As stated earlier, BLM gathered momentum due to how it was originated from a hashtag
online. The use of social media for social movements has contributed to the increase in public
involvement (Chapman, 2016). Consequently, the BLM movement is a form of digital activism
using social networking sites like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter to scale up mobilization,
community building, and information sharing (Mundt et al., 2018). This has prompted and
encouraged many people, especially the youths to join the conversation about violence, police
brutality, and anti-black racism using related BLM hashtags (Mundt et al., 2018). The effect of
running BLM as a form of digital activism explains the extent to which people’s attention can be
framed and primed, and the signal it may communicate about those who participate in the
movement (Apampa, 2020). For instance, the BLM Movement on Instagram allowed many
users, supporters, or activists as the case may be to create and relate with BLM content based on
the features of the platform. The implication of this, therefore, positions the movement to
become a discussion and forces many to get engaged (Victor et al., 2017). The engagement
eventually brought about the circulation of various narratives and opinions that led to awareness
about the movement. It also made one know the stances of the public either in support or against
(Edrington & Lee, 2018). So as BLM became a digital social movement, many sectors like
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businesses and brands have spoken out to communicate their views. This is identified to be a
corporate practice known as corporate social advocacy or corporate activism.
The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved to be an asset to both
corporations and society at large. By corporations, I mean either corporate brands, private or
government-owned companies, small or large businesses, or profit or non-profit organizations
(Brex, 2020). Although from a long but rich history, CSR remains relevant to date for several
reasons that have contributed to strategic implications. One of its implications is initiating or
providing solutions to existing problems, thereby making CSR’s adoption inevitable (Sprinkles
& Maines, 2010). There are many sides to CSR with Corporate Social Advocacy (CSA) being
one of the most practiced. CSA involves corporations’ willingness in taking a stand on
controversial issues within a society (Eilert & Nappier Cherup, 2020). In this context, this means
brands getting involved in sociopolitical activism like the BLM movement despite being risky
with uncertain outcomes (Bhagwat et., 2020). Brands who declare support to the BLM
movement are oftentimes items of debate on whether they are genuine with their support or not.
This can sometimes be difficult to attain (Yim, 2021). However, it has been established that
brands who partake in activism or CSA project themselves to be those who quest for change in
issues that may affect their stakeholders, e.g., Customers (Parcha, & Kingsley, 2020).
The purpose of this thesis, therefore, is to analyze corporate Instagram posts indicating
responses to the BLM movement. It is a question of “Which”, “What”, “How” but not why
brands choose to respond to the movement the way they did. This study aims to find out the
strategies and tactics used in communicating their stance towards BLM using their Instagram
accounts. 236 Instagram posts were content analyzed from 24 sampled brands, and exploring this
path contributes to the discussion on corporate responses to social movements.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review
This chapter consists of different sections that serve as the pillars of discussion for this
paper. First is an in-depth conceptualization of the terms used in this study to narrow down
definitions and aid proper understanding. Several past works are reviewed to discuss and
elaborate on the contextualization of these terms. Areas covered in this section include the
concept of CSR and CSA; explanations about social movement and the Black Lives Matter
movement; and the involvement of social media. Furthermore is a discussion on the three
theoretical frameworks, each serving as the foundation of the study’s hypothesis and relevant
research questions.
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Brief History of CSR
In the past, the only aim of a business owner was to make a profit for themselves. Now,
there is a sense of responsibility for companies to give back to their employees, partners, and
responsible was because, firstly, it could promote profit maximization, and secondly because on
a moral stand, it is the right thing to do (Chaffee, 2017). In addition, the evolving expectations of
society gave rise to the changes in business behaviors whereby corporations’ goals and
understanding shifted from profit-making to sharing values (Agudelo et al., 2019). This gave rise
to the concept of CSR being an ideal way of promoting goods or services while enhancing the
state of society (Noble, 2020). It is, therefore, important to briefly address the foundation and
progression of CSR to promote better understanding before deeply defining what CSR entails.
While CSR gained importance in the 1960s, Spector believes that its roots began between
the years 1945-1960 during the aligning of business interests with free-market capitalism
(Spector, 2008, in Carroll & Shabana, 2010). The rationale behind CSR has always been what a
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business wants to gain from its involvement in CSR activities. But as the concept advanced, it
went beyond just profit-making to doing good to business employees, stakeholders, and
society in general. In 1960 when social movements like consumers’ rights, civil rights,
environmental activism, women’s rights, etc. were predominant, businesses felt the need to
communicate changes for a happier society. This subtly birthed the foundation of CSR practices
in the 1960s. Then in the 1990s, the whole concept of CSR became generally accepted all over
the world. “At the end of 1990, it was discovered that nearly 90 percent of
the Fortune 500 companies listed CSR as one of the basic elements of their organizational goals,
actively reporting the CSR events held by these corporations in their annual reports” (Lee,
2008, in Moura‐Leite & Padgett, 2011, pg. 534). To date, businesses encounter significant
pressure to improve their CSR functionality. In fact, there is a growing competition among
companies to embark on sustainable and productive impacts regarding social, educational,
environmental, governance, and economic issues because it has become a sort of business
survival in the current economy (Leonard, 2019; Sustainability Academy, 2012).
Conceptualization of CSR
The impact of CSR has rapidly grown over the years, shifting from optional to mandatory
for many companies in various countries. As a result of this, CSR practices have shifted from just
profit-making responsibility to being proactively responsible to three basic “Ps”: The People, the
Profit, and the Planet (Dodd, 2016). This has resulted in different definitions by different
scholars (Tennant, 2015). Although the name ‘Corporate Social Responsibility’ seems to be the
umbrella term for the concept, varying nomenclatures such as Social Responsibility, Corporate
Responsibility, Corporate Citizenship, Sustainability & Responsibility, etc. have sprung up over
time due to context usage (Carroll, 2015). The concept of CSR has been argued to be a voluntary
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adoption of obligations by corporations to a set of persons other than their
stockholders, hence the definition of CSR as “the voluntary actions that a corporation
implements as it pursues its mission and fulfills its perceived obligations to stakeholders,
including employees, communities, the environment, and society as a whole” (Coombs &
Holladay, 2012, p. 8). An opposing notion states that these obligations could be too broad to
apply to the constituent groups if there are no laid down criteria to agree on for CSR decisionmaking (Jones, 1980). Either way, the practices of CSR are expected to be both internally and
externally observed such that there are no claims that the company is only socially responsible to
the society but fails to set things right within the company. Policies set aside to carry out
the CSR practices should also be geared towards improving the workforce and the workplace
conditions or environment (Juneja, n.d.).
One major reason leading to the controversial adoption of a single definition for CSR is
the difficulty in choosing from the wide range of CSR definitions biased toward specific interests
(Dahlsrud, 2008). CSR is, however, referred to as a ‘win-win’ outcome for both the company
and the community because strategies put into actions by companies are designed to promote
beneficial, yet ethical programs for its employees, consumers, stakeholders, and the society at
large (Corporate Finance Institute [CFI], n.d.; Green & Peloza, 2011). It is “a self-regulating
business model that helps a company be socially accountable—to itself, its stakeholders, and the
public” (Chen, 2019, para.1). Although these definitions are similar, one needs to put into
consideration the field, purpose, and parties involved to establish a definition. For
instance, CSR's underlying purpose has always been to produce and distribute wealth (Smith,
2011). A company that is into a clothing line may be encouraged to provide and distribute
clothes to the less privileged or underdeveloped communities. This can be tagged as a
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philanthropic CSR. Another company involved in chemical or energy usage may deem it fit to
protect the environment and natural features from deteriorating. This is an example of an
environmental CSR. Further research, however, argued that the above examples can be summed
up as CSR activities or principles. Some call them types of CSR while others call them the
dimensions of CSR. As a result of these, some scholars explain CSR as a theory or
system consisting of many parts that even if it is possible to apply them separately, it is best to
implement all holistically (Brin, 2019; Smith, 2011).
Research shows that brands or companies who have holistically incorporated
CSR into their policies and practices have more potential of recording more awareness,
engagement, and ROI. The success of this, generally, determines the perception of a brand or
company’s reputation within and outside (Waters, 2016). This has made a significant
debate about CSR resulting in continuous expansion and application of corporations (Burke &
Logsdon, 1996; Carrol, 2015; Lai et al., 2010). Moreover, improving and resolving social
conditions requires a corporation to be responsible economically,
legally, ethically, and philanthropically, each having varying impacts on the business in
question (Brin, 2019; Carroll, 2016; Dahlsrud, 2008). CSR also extends to corporations taking a
public stance on social, labor diversity and practices, political, racial, and environmental issues
(Leonard, 2019; Parcha & Kingsley Westerman, 2020). This is otherwise known as Corporate
Social Advocacy (CSA); a subset of CSR and the area this study will focus on moving
forward. Although both CSR and CSA are concerned about meeting or responding to the needs
of the society, to narrow the focus and differentiate interpretations for this study, CSR is taken
as the broader operation for companies while the CSA is addressed as an action or driving
force for CSR in the market space (Fripp, 2017; Miller, 2016; Visser, 2008).
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Conceptualization of Corporation as a Brand
While some believe there is a difference between corporation and company, or company
and brand, others believe that they can be used interchangeably. Few argue that although they
overlap, they should be seen as different entities due to their structures (Chron Contributor, 2020;
Measures, 2019). Although a corporation is used here as the generic name for any type of
company or firm (Brex, 2020), the term brand is the chosen name used for this study to
differentiate products and/or services produced by a parent company (Brown & Dacin, 1997). It
is defined as a single or specific entity that can stand on its own and still be identified by
consumers based on the meaning it provides (Kay, 2006). Brands in this context are referred to
specific product or service provided by a particular firm which may have other brands under
them. Although some scholars argue that CSR is different from Brand Social Advocacy (BSA),
for this study, it will be considered as same (Grohmann & Bodur, 2015).
Corporate Social Advocacy (CSA) as a CSR
Corporate Social Advocacy (CSA) is often referred to as Corporate Social Activism,
Corporate Activism, or Corporate Sociopolitical Activism by some organizations because they
all involve corporations engaging and demonstrating support for or against a public issue to
contribute solutions to collective problems (Bhagwat et al., 2020; Dodd, 2016; Eilert & Nappier
Cherup, 2020). CSA is known to be an initiative, otherwise, an action of CSR that makes
substantial contributions in the political process to influence societal changes (Dodd, 2016). The
concept has grown to have a new face due to the impact of the millennials and Gen Z such that
activism activities may not only be done outdoors (e.g. street protests) but could
be observed online (e.g. social media platforms) (YPulse, 2020). CSA is “when a company
comes together to use its audience, social media platforms, and business strategy to support a
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cause, whether social, political, or environmental” (Rosenthal, 2019, para. 4). Advocacy groups,
simply known as activists, are constantly targeting companies to get engaged in social
movements or activism (Davis & White, 2015; Den Hond & De Bakker, 2007). Advocacy here,
according to RealityScience (n.d.) simply indicates the growing interests of corporations to seek
social justice for a group of people who are either discriminated against or disadvantaged, at the
same time, members of the general population or stakeholders. It is a business approach or
activity to promote social change and equal rights privileges on behalf of these sets of people by
influencing decision-making within bodies responsible (RealityScience, n.d.).
The act of CSA reflects the alignment of the company’s activities to its views on
controversial issues. This means that the programs or activities of CSA must be authentic, i.e., be
in alignment with the company’s values and be consistent (Ayers, 2018; Kuligowski,
2020). Among these controversial issues in society are LGBTQ discrimination, abortion rights,
criminal injustice, racial inequality, marriage inequality, climate change debate, gun control, etc.
(Ayers, 2018; Dodd, 2016). The insatiable increase of social expectations has
pressured companies to leave social footprints by engaging in social issues that are divisive and
shaming in nature. This engagement could come in the form of promotion or protests (Levick,
2018). Davis and White (2015) stated that because the world changes, it is expedient that
businesses change too to reflect social values. CSA is the act of corporations engaging and
championing controversial issues to influence the decision-making of the society (Austin et al.,
2019). The efforts of CSA may be spelled out as being voluntary to the society from the
company’s point of view even though stakeholders expect brands to be interested in contentious
issues that affect them (Hanson, 2020). One of the reasons for corporations engaging, addressing,
or supporting a controversial issue is to hold a stance on socio-political matters. Therefore, Dodd
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and Supa (2014) refer to CSA as “an organization making a public statement or taking a public
stance on social-political issues” (p. 5).
Corporations taking public stances could come in various forms, and they are formally
planned and communicated to the public such that the people are clearly aware of the
organization’s contributions towards socio-political affairs. These forms most times emphasize
financial donations (Dodd & Supa, 2014). Corporations taking stance on socio-political issues,
however, could be a complex and challenging engagement because they are expected to act on
what they are standing for or against, show integrity, courage, and transparency, and create work
policies and marketing campaigns that are all-inclusive, that is, not offending or leaving anyone
behind (Levick, 2019). Besides, CSA is seen to be risky because some corporate stakeholders
may not fully appreciate the involvement of the company in public controversial issues. It often
does not have direct or immediate relevance to the company too unlike CSR, which involves
campaigns or initiatives done by corporate organizations to serve the interest of the public and
the organization simultaneously (Dodd, 2018; Dodd & Supa, 2014). Also, arguments and
questions such as what motivates companies to partake in activism, when should they get
involved, and why should they be involved in CSA are raised daily (Corstens, 2019; Rouse,
2018). An example is if CSA has a salient impact on consumers’ attitudes and behavior towards
a brand or corporation’s product or services. According to Miller (2016), some corporations’
responses or campaigns involving advocacy may be an element of brand marketing or public
service. It is, however, used to promote a common social good. Research shows that a
company’s behavior towards societal issues is perceived by both customers and potential
customers as being transparent and visible, thereby making these customers more knowledgeable
about the brand or company (Paine, 2020).
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On the contrary, other scholars believe that although CSA could be a deceitful stunt for
marketing, some companies or businesses adopt CSA to genuinely advocate changes in
the government’s policymaking process on public and social issues (Maks-Solomon,
2020). These companies, without being formally controlled or regulated by external advocacy
groups, are devoted to giving back to society by mitigating social or moral pressing issues rather
than making profits (Juneja, n.d.). Few brands or companies, however, integrate the CSR
initiatives into their marketing strategies such that partaking in CSA activities serves as the
mediator for customer loyalty and an increase in ROI. That is, to these companies, the purpose of
adopting CSA is an exchange to benefit valuable and quality relationships from customers (Yeh,
2015; Young, 2020). This could be a CSA benefit among many others like the promotion of
public trust and the company’s reputation, enhanced credibility, an attitude or perception change
towards a brand or company, birth of internal changes in the workplace, attracting new
employees with great talents, etc. (Borden, 2019; Hanson, 2020; Hayden, 2017; Parcha &
Kingsley Westerman, 2020). Above all, the essence and impact of CSA most times is an
aftermath effect of a social movement because social movements incite the engagements of
corporations in social issues (Georgallis, 2017).
Social Movement
With a long rich history, the concept of social movement has brought about many
changes to the evolving system and affairs of the US. One major successful social movement that
occurred in the country was the Abolitionist Movement in the 1880s - a fight against the
inhumane use of Africans as slaves (Paletz et al., 2013). The success of this pursuit of equity laid
a foundation for more social change in political and economic affairs in the US (ThoughtsCo.,
n.d.). Social movements became more predominant in the 1960s whereby many countries in the
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world were facing a sort of transformation and revolution caused by societal conflicts (Della
Porta & Mattoni, 2015). Among them include the Civil Rights movement, the Labor movement,
the Women’s Rights movement, etc. Although there are different approaches to the definition of
a social movement, they all share similar criteria which include ‘an informally organized group
of people, active participation towards political issues, aim at achieving specific collective goals’
(Opp, 2009; Shah, 2014; Turner et al., 2020). All of these bring about the various theories and
types of social movements. Those who engage in a social movement are people who most times
identify themselves as the oppressed whereby they publicly make their grievances known (Snow,
2013). These grievances vary according to pressing and current concerns ranging from political,
cultural, religious, socioeconomic, and environmental issues to inequalities of any kind (Snow,
2013; Tilly & Wood, 2020). Therefore, social movement is the “collective action by a group
of people with a shared or collective identity based on a set of beliefs and opinions that intend to
change or maintain some aspect of the social order” (Bell, 2013, para. 1).
The idea behind a social movement is a reaction towards obvious unrest in society. This
means it is either to stop, oppose, modify, support, suggest, or create complete changes in the
existing affairs of a society (Shah, 2014). Members of a social movement are focused on
achieving a specific goal to either implement or prevent a change to the identified unrest (Turner
& Killian, 1957). A social movement is said to be “a continuous phenomenon that thrives on the
ability of the progressive community to capitalize on political opportunities and translate such
opportunities into social change” (Bostic, n.d. para. 4). Here, the intention to create change is a
result of an organized effort against those who display resistance (Aberle, 1966). That is,
according to Mongiello (2016), although the stakes of embarking on a social movement may be
indefinite or high, the purpose of social movement centers around impacting changes on the
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governing policies of the society (profit and nonprofit organizations inclusive) which may come
in different approaches. The following approaches or categories distinguish a social movement
type from another: method of techniques used (violent or peaceful), duration (days, weeks,
months, years, etc), range or level reached (local, national, global), type of change expected
(revolution, reform, redemptive), how much change (little, radical), targets (government, police,
companies), etc (Aberle, 1966; Boundless Sociology, n.d.).
It is, however, worthy to note that there is a difference between a social movement and a
social movement organization (SMO) (Boundless Sociology, n.d.; McCarthy & Zald, 2017).
While both have the intention of achieving similar goals to effect a social change, the former
refers to the informal groupings of either individuals or organizations. The latter is a component
of a social movement serving as the formal alliances of a specific set of people to either achieve
narrower or broader goals compared to that of a social movement (Zald & Ash, 1966). A social
movement can also be defined as an ongoing process of an emerging organization made up of a
loosed set of people (Özbilgin, & Erbil, 2021) as opposed to a social movement organization that
is already established with formal structures (Davis et al., 2005). Illustrations include the Civil
Rights movement which has several organizations like CORE, NAACP, etc; the LGBTQ
movement with SMOs like the National LGBTQ Task Force and the LGBT Foundation; the
Animal Rights movement with SMOs such as PETA, FARM, etc (McAdam, & Scott, 2005).
Records show that many social movements and/or SMO have made history due to their
outcomes. Some of these social movements paved way for newness because they went beyond a
movement to an organization – social movement organizations (Della Porta & Diani, 2020).
These organizations or movements become a social pressure for corporations to create initiatives,
forcing them to engage in societal concerns (Georgallis, 2017). A common example of the link
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between social movements and corporate social responses is the Black Lives Matter movement
(BLM).
Black Lives Matter as a Social Movement
Founded in 2013 by three radical black women from the United States - Alicia Garza,
Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, Black Lives Matter emerged as a hashtag phrase
(#blacklivesmatter) on social media as a response to the acquittal of George Zimmerman, a white
man responsible for the death of Trayon Martin, a young black boy (“Black Lives Matter”, n.d.a;
Tillery, 2019). Black Lives Matter’s (n.d.a) states the following:
Black Lives Matter Global Network Foundation, Inc. is a global organization in the US,
UK, and Canada, whose mission is to eradicate white supremacy and build local power to
intervene in violence inflicted on Black communities by the state and vigilantes. By
combating and countering acts of violence, creating space for Black imagination and
innovation, and centering Black joy, we are winning immediate improvements in our
lives. (para. 1)
Because the goals of the movement are oftentimes time-bound and change occasionally,
the BLM 2020 Impact Report website (https://bit.ly/3yzgXpG) provides some past and current
goals of the movement. Although, in Garza's (2020) words, “You cannot start a movement from
a hashtag. Hashtags do not start movements—people do” (p.xi). According to Anti-Defamation
League [ADL] (2020), two other black men, Michael Brown and Eric Garner were murdered in
New York and Missouri, respectively by police officers in 2014. These three African-American
men were reported to be unarmed, two out of them killed as a result of police shootings. This led
to a street protest causing both national and international recognition of BLM (ADL, 2020).
Moreover, it has been observed that the Black Lives Matter protests became rampant in countries
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or places generally where blacks are being killed by policemen (Camp & Heatherton, 2016;
Williamson et al., 2018).
Afterward, the movement became mostly dedicated to condemning police brutality and
laws and policies responsible for the unfair support of police violence against blacks (Clayton,
2018). The movement expanded in 2020 after another death of a black man was recorded
following a viral video showing how a policeman knelt on his neck till he passed out (Cappelli,
2020). The wrongful murder of this black man known as George Floyd triggered millions of
people to come out and protest, making it the largest protest in US history to have occurred
simultaneously (Buchanan et al., 2020; Cheung, 2020a; Haworth, 2020). This protest also
attracted the attention of other countries across different continents who got moved and decided
to show their support by holding street demonstrations as well (Haworth, 2020). BLM, therefore,
rapidly became popular for addressing the constant illegal violence and racial-related police
brutality against the black community (Haworth, 2020; Kirby, 2020).
BLM has a call to action based on political and ideological will aiming to bring liberation
and freedom to all kinds of black lives. This includes the black LGBTQ community, the
homeless black folks, and the unemployed blacks (Taylor, 2016). Among the goals of BLM is to
empower the black community and position them in leadership roles such that they are involved
in the political process of the country (Faust et al., 2019). For over six years, BLM has grown to
develop more than 40 networks across the United States, UK, and Canada based on a solid welldefined intention to eradicate marginalization and avoid ill practices being fought against
(“Black Lives Matter”, n.d.b). These 40 chapters have successfully organized and gathered
relevant resources needed to keep fighting for black people (BLMLA, n.d.). The call affirms
black people all over the world a commitment to end the systematic target against them. BLM

23

activists and local chapters, however, come up with activities when necessary (BLMLA, n.d.).
These include creating awareness about the movement, coordinating conversations, contributing
and donating to vulnerable black lives, holding protests, sponsoring petitions, social media
campaigns, etc. (Bonilla & Tillery, 2020).
Currently, the BLM movement is known to be a non-profit organization widely
recognized as the Black Lives Matter Global Foundation with a grassroots structure (“Black
Lives Matter”, n.d.a). Although there are many other nonprofit organizations and groups
affiliated with the movement which majorly serve as a coalition representing the interests of
blacks globally, they all act as partners and donors to the #blacklivesmatter movement (“Black
Lives Matter”, n.d.c; Hasa, 2020). This has resulted in several debates and theories arguing what
type of social movement the BLM movement falls under (Clayton, 2018; Mundt et al., 2018).
While some believe it is a collective behavior, others argue that it is a type of resource
mobilization theory based on a social identity effect (Almeida, 2019; Bonilla & Tillery, 2020;
Tillery, 2019). Another set of people say BLM is an example of a new social movement theory
demanding both reform and revolution; which indicates a form of rhetoric for political
mobilization (Çetinkaya et al., 2020).
Also, besides the social media involvement in BLM, some other factors contributed to the
amplification of the movement being popular (Özbilgin, & Erbil, 2021). This can be majorly
traced to the events that occurred in the US in the year 2020. Among them is the fact that people
have been in their homes because the country is on lockdown. This made many idle, more active,
and aware of happenings via TV and social media news (Cheung, 2020b; Özbilgin, & Erbil,
2021). Also, the fatal shooting of Breona Taylor in March and the perceived assumption that
Floyd’s killing in May was a deliberate act made it the last straw of systemic black killings by
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the police in the US (Cheung, 2020b). Lastly, the effect of COVID-19 and the recent unjust
killings of blacks in the country gave rise to a break in silence addressing the hidden realities of
racial and ethnic minority group discrimination (Altman, 2020). This is evident in the protest
demonstrations that took place in several locations in the country and the world at large
(Bonaparte, 2020; Haworth, 2020). With a 93% record of peace and no destruction during
protests, the organization is radically known for seeking justice for those who might have been
either wrongfully killed or arrested by police officials (Kaur, 2020). All of these constitute BLM
meeting the criteria of a social movement, leaving a significance in the history of social
movements in the US and the world at large.
The Role of Social Media in BLM Movement Messaging
The peculiarity of BLM as a social movement is the involvement of social media. By
extension, BLM is also referred to as digital activism. One of the most common activities online
or digitally is the use of social media. Around 223 million US citizens are discovered to have a
social media account as of 2008 to 2020 records according to Statista (Tankovska, 2021). This
means the implication of social media usage is a huge reliance, sharing, and consumption of
information (Cox, 2017). As a result, many people have taken advantage of this opportunity to
create awareness and share information for societal discourse (Cox, 2017). Digital activism is not
an exception whereby advocacy publicity and mobilization have become a major trend on social
media platforms (Grimes, 2019). Digital activism is the use of digital tools and technologies such
as social media to scale socio-political issues that require advocacy (Mattoni, 2017). In other
words, it is observing social movement from a media-centric approach. It is also called online or
internet activism because of the use of electronic communication gadgets like phones, SMS,
computer, etc (Rees & Mitchell, 2020). This style of activism is many times explored when the
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target audience or the number of activists are large and distant and there is difficulty in accessing
one another (Gilbert, 2021). So, digital campaigns are collectively organized online but
coordinated by a certain initiator or authority (Rees & Mitchell, 2020). Moreover, this approach
of advocacy has encouraged more political participation among youths (Hsaio, 2021).
BLM as digital activism is simply the act of using social media to mobilize like-minds in
a movement to achieve certain objectives (Michaels, 2020). Started as a hashtag #BlackLivesMatter on Facebook in 2013, it evolved from there to become a social movement
and then an organization (Arnold, n.d.; Asmelash, 2020). This makes it a social media movement
observed mostly on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram platforms using the #blacklivesmatter or
#blm alongside other BLM related hashtags (#ICantBreathe”, #SayHerName”, etc) to advocate
for the civil rights of the black people (Anderson, 2016; Apampa, 2020; Tillery, 2019). Although
with a decentralized system of government, what was known to be an online movement grew to
become a global organization and network with the mission to stop white supremacy and combat
anti-black racism (Michaels, 2020). With several protest demonstrations ranging from 2013 to
2020, BLM has grown beyond just a hashtag or movement but a slogan and symbol demanding
from society, the value of black lives just as white people’s lives are being valued (Bonilla &
Tillery, 2020; Faust et al., 2019; Turan, 2020). However, the use of hashtags is still prominent
when interacting with the movement online (Ince et al., 2017).
Contextually, using social media for the BLM movement is majorly to scale up
mobilization, participation, and effect change (Mundt et al., 2018). Scaling here means
expanding and strengthening the movement through social media to social media for “building
connections, mobilizing participants and tangible resources, coalition building, and amplifying
alternative narratives” (Jost et al., 2018; Mundt et al., 2018, p. 1). When the #blacklivesmatter
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was trending then, it was only communicated via Twitter because it happened to be the only
social media platform with the hashtag feature (Edrington & Lee, 2018). This made the
movement strategic and accessible for many people. However, presently, almost all the popular
social media platforms are used for BLM discourse but Twitter remains the most focused
platform for BLM research (Anderson, 2016; Wilkins et al., 2019). There is little to no works on
other platforms but this study focuses on Instagram.
Since the inception and active protest demonstrations of BLM, many companies have
taken their stances for or against the issues being addressed by the movement (Schulz, 2017).
Some have shown support either by publicly making statements regarding the movement,
actively campaigning on media platforms, financially supporting the cause, or revisiting their
work ethics and policies in terms of inclusion and diversity (Rae, 2020; Togoh, 2020). Corporate
social justice messaging on social media platforms has been in form of posts and they are used to
convey their responses regarding the BLM movement.
Theoretical Framework and Research Hypotheses
This study examined three interconnected theories that are developed through the lenses
of brands using social media as a tool for activism messaging communication. They are
explained to examine the media effects brands’ communication behavior online has on their
consumers while responding to the BLM movement. Firstly, the theories serve as the structured
approach used in explaining and supporting the research problem. Also, they serve as the
guidance for three hypotheses development which eventually leads to the six research questions;
both are then tested by established variables. The theories discussed in this section are Framing,
Signalling, and Priming. It is, however, worthy to note that the research questions found under
each theory may not necessarily be related but are as a result of the hypothesis stated.
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Framing Theory
The question I pose to framing theory is based on how the information is presented.
Framing is associated with the Agenda Setting theory and is identified to be the second level
adaptation of Agenda Setting (Bajracharya, 2018; Sonnett, 2019). To a certain extent, framing
theory is also connected to priming as both deal with the cognitive psychological processing of
information consumption (Wang, 2007). Originated between the 1950s and 1970s, framing
theory was only addressed as a psychological concept by Gregory Bateson. Thereafter, the whole
framing theory idea became more recognized when it developed into a sociological study by
Erving Goffman (Ardèvol-Abreu, 2015). So, while some scholars argue that Bateson is the
founder of framing theory as he was the first to postulate and define it in 1972, other scholars
attribute the origin to Goffman because he is believed to have expanded Bateson’s research
(Arowolo, 2017; Handelman, 2012). Defining framing in the context of the mind as an
anthropologist, Bateson (1972) stated that learning can not occur without communication and
that the mind is a metaphorical frame where messages collected are processed (Bateson, 2000).
He went further to contend that we perceive the world based on what we have created in our
minds if it is in a familiar context situation. So psychologically, he defines the framing process as
a “spatial and temporary bounding of a set of interactive messages” (Bateson, 2000, p. 191).
Nonetheless, still about how one perceives the world or society, Goffman (1974),
explained that the response displayed when one recognizes an event is implied based on certain
primary frameworks which determine the interpretation of that event. He went further to state
that, “each primary framework allows its user to locate, perceive, identify and label a seemingly
infinite number of concrete occurrences defines in its terms” (p. 21). This illustrates how frames
are used in understanding information received. Either from a natural or social perspective, how
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framing theory works is psychological. The framing theory is, therefore, generally defined as
“how something presented to the audience (called “the frame”) influences the choices people
make about how to process that information” (Arowolo, 2017, p. 2). Notwithstanding, it can be
observed in this definition that the concept of the framing theory has been introduced to media
works of literature (Ardèvol-Abreu, 2015). Past scholars discovered that the use of frames were
being rampant in contributing to media manipulation, thereby causing the application of framing
theory in the media and communication field up till today (Clermont, 2020; “Framing Theory”,
2019; Marwick & Lewis, 2017; Parenti, 1997). As a result, framing theory is referred to as an
example of media effect (Oliver et al., 2020; Scheufele, 1999).
When news or a particular subject seems to be trending and of wide dependence, it is
because the media packaged the situation in a manner that implies importance (Oliver et al.,
2019). The media goes beyond deciding what the public should view but controls how it should
be viewed, hence emphasizes the situation (Hallahan, 2008). As a result, the public gets
influenced by what their minds have been framed into. Some examples of frames used by the
media are politics, stereotypes, advocacy, climate change, etc (Baysha & Hallahan, 2004;
Garland, 2015). The building of these frames has to do with how topics or issues are placed in
societal discourse despite having many other current issues in the society (Oliver et al., 2019).
For example, election and BLM may be the current news in the US but if almost all the news
media push a narrative that makes the election less important than BLM, the public may
unconsciously place more attention on the latter (Leopold & Bell, 2017). The result of this
simply suggests that framing theory contributes to frames comparison or competition (Hallahan,
2008). E.g. Blacks vs Whites, Trump vs Biden, etc This shows the power of framing as the
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audience of news media are left to organize what they have been informed with into something
meaningful (Arowolo, 2017; Entman, 2010).
Consequentially, social media is not exempted from the use of frames. It has been
established as aforementioned that framing is a media effect of how information is presented.
Various social media platforms like Twitter and Instagram have become tools in communicating
trending issues in the society, hereby causing bias in what the audience is exposed to (Bonilla &
Tillery, 2020; Hallahan, 2008). The use of Instagram to push the BLM narrative caused the
attention of many users, hence led to several reactions and responses. A typical example of the
framing of BLM is the use of hashtags (Clark et al., 2018; Ince et al., 2017). Hashtags were
framed into different words like #blm, #blacklivesmatter, and #saytheirnames, and these served
as a medium of access to BLM information, updates, and opinions (Bolsover, 2020; Edrington &
Lee, 2018). Therefore, the more one comes across these hashtags, the more exposure and
knowledge known about the movement. One of the sets of the public who eventually got
attracted by these frames and became actors of the framing effect was companies. No company,
especially US companies would have denied been unaware of BLM. So to make sense of these
frames, some brands had to join the conversation by showing their support, resulting in the first
hypothesis and first two sets of the study’s research questions.
H 1. The framing of the BLM movement on Instagram will draw brands’ attention.
RQ 1. Which brand chose to respond to the BLM movement via their Instagram profile?
RQ 2. How often do brands’ post BLM-related content compared to Non-BLM content?
In the process of interpreting these frames, brands are expected to highlight the BLM
movement using certain frames (called strategies in this study) to communicate their
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understanding of the BLM frames. This may hereby set the tone of how their customers should
perceive the movement, hence, leading to the next theory of this study – The signaling Theory.
Signaling Theory
The question I pose to signaling theory is based on why the information is presented. There
are different types of signaling theory assumed to have been developed by different scholars
based on their fields (BliegeBird & Smith, 2005; Karasek III & Bryant, 2012). However, the
concept most relevant and closest to the media field is the one emerging from the
business/economic field which is, therefore, attributed to Michael Spence’s works in the 1970s.
According to Spence (1974), he proposed that market signaling involves an information
asymmetry that occurs during communication between a prospective employee/buyer and an
employer/seller. Information asymmetry here means there is no prior equal knowledge of
information between the two parties during the first contact in communication. But that, the one
who sends the signal (employee/buyer) is required to suggest or convey persuading but honest
information (Spence, 1974). Meaning, signaling is described as a market behavior whereby the
information received determines the behavior or response. In his “Job Market Signaling” paper,
Michael illustrated that the primary interest given to an employee by an employer during a jobhiring process is based on what has been perceived (Spence, 1973). This means although an
employer can not instantly observe the hiring-power attributes of a potential employee until
during and after being hired, if the observed yet unaltered attributes (signals) are perceived, it is
left for the employer to use their subjective assessment in judging the signals received (Spence,
1973). Although observable attributes can be manipulated by the employee or sender of the
signal, they can be reduced (BliegeBird & Smith, 2005; Taj, 2016).
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In simpler terms, the signaling theory is a process of information communication between
a sender (initiator of the signal) and a recipient (receiver of the signal). This means no signaling
effect without the receiving of information by the recipient (Gartzke et al., 2017). The simple
essence of signaling theory deals with the credibility of information conveyed (“Signaling”,
n.d.). To illustrate, signaling theory is simply saying that although information has been passed
to a receiver, it is only the sender that knows the true intention of the message sent. Therefore, if
there is a bridge in communication or a misinterpretation from the receiver, there is likely to be
an issue like mistrust, conflict, etc (Przepiorka & Berger, 2017). Many receivers most times
perceive signals as something that will benefit them but it is uncertain if it would or not. This is
the reason why signaling theory requires the sender of a signal to try and establish a persuasive
effect ruling out deceit that may be perceived by the receiver (Przepiorka & Berger, 2017).
Hence, the information communicated needs to be simple, understood, and not contradictory.
Moreso, the whole idea of signaling theory has Spence posed it is also applicable to corporate
practices like CSR and CSA. One major way companies may want to position themselves
positively to society and reduce information asymmetry through CSR practices is by using CSA
as a signal to their stakeholders (Moratis, 2018; Westra, 2021). The aim of applying signaling
theory to this thesis is to make inferences on the style of corporate social justice messaging
indicating their responses to BLM.
The effect of signaling theory is suggested to be a win-win for both parties. While it may
be a way of revealing a brand’s identity, increasing reputation, or attracting sales, the signal
should leave a positive advantageous effect on shareholders/stakeholders too (Park & Jiang,
2020). Many companies or corporations in general, are built on funds gotten from investors
and/or shareholders (Su et al., 2016). This alone is enough reason for them to be skeptical about
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CSA involvement, especially if the action they plan requires a financial commitment to the
activism in question. Above all, silence may not be an option to reduce risks attached to CSA.
Investors may want to be convinced that the purpose of engaging in corporate activism would
not lead to a loss for them (Bhagwat et al., 2020). A company’s record may, however, signal
cues about its authenticity. For instance, a brand’s revenue or profit can signal a message about
their financial ability and strength if they promise donations to CSA activities like BLM
Martinelli & Psychogyios, 2014). The recognition of a brand’s value and mission statements
over time can either reduce or increase the strength of the signal value their stakeholders may
perceive (Maktoufi et al., 2020). Edson and Charsky (2021) concluded that while it is expedient
that companies are expected to take account of their stakeholders' differences in activism, the
ultimate goal should be that there are no clashes with what the company stands for (values, work
policy, etc). This means before a brand decides to engage in corporate social justice messaging,
they need to consider all factors and differentiate the less important ones from the most
important ones (Edson & Charsky, 2021). Whereby there may be no matches of activism
messaging with the social identities of their stakeholders (consumers, employees, investors, etc),
more considerations must be done in minimizing backlash from the affected parties (McCarthy,
2013).
However, even though many consumers believe that corporations should engage in
controversial activism like the BLM, LGBTQ, and Abortion movements (McCarthy, 2013), they
expect that they are authentic with it. That is, the impression perceived externally (outside the
workspace) should align with the practices going on internally (within the workspace) (Park &
Jiang, 2020). This may justify the disparity that may exist between social identities (what
someone stands for or with). There are also arguments about some brands’ engagement being
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virtual signaling (Ken, 2020; Plante, 2020). Virtual signaling “is essentially the act of making it
known that you, in theory, support a cause—even if you aren’t actually doing anything to further
it” (Sager, 2020, para. 1). Employees are most times the ones who pressure companies to take a
stance on socio-political issues so there are possibilities for a company to engage in virtual
signaling as they know remaining silent may not be an option (Stern, 2020; Vredenburg et al.,
2020). Nevertheless, partaking in activism should not just be to join the bandwagon or be
portrayed well, but to create a long-lasting change (Kamin, 2019; Parcha & Kingsley
Westerman, 2020). However, other researchers argue that the higher the cost or strategies used,
the guarantee that the signal passed is genuine (Karasek III & Bryant, 2012; Salahshour, 2019).
These findings led to the proposal of the second hypothesis and research questions for the study.
H 2. The clarity of brands’ stance may be perceived and interpreted based on their response
strategies.
RQ 3. What is the frequency of brands’ responses directly referring to BLM compared to
indirect responses?
RQ 4. What message theme is often communicated in their BLM responses?
RQ 5. What post format do brands frequently use in conveying their BLM responses on
Instagram?
The signaling theory is applied in this study to observe, examine, and then assume the
signal flow contained in behaviors between brands (their responses) and their customers or
followers (engagements). The concept of signaling in brands’ responses is to identify the hidden
message in their communication frames such as Instagram posts which may require one to
intuitively discern the content.
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Priming Theory
The question I pose to priming theory is based on what information is presented. The
term ‘priming’ is referred to as a concept that comes before Agenda Setting theory (“Priming”,
n.d.). The idea of priming was first declared publicly by Iyengar, Peters, and Kender in 1982
after they carried out experiments in their research titled, “Experimental demonstrations of the
“not-so-minimal” consequences of television news programs”. Their findings revealed that
importance is given to what is prominently shared in the news media. An illustration is if the
people have little to no knowledge about electoral candidates, and the media plays a major role
in influencing their minds before they can make political decisions. These decisions are,
therefore, made as a result of the information shared by the media (Iyengar, 2008). Generally,
and in simple terms, “Priming is a phenomenon in which exposure to one stimulus influences
how a person responds to a subsequent, related stimulus. These stimuli are often conceptually
related words or images” (“Priming”, 2012, para. 1). Since the origin of priming, psychologists
refer to the term when describing pre-activations of patterns that act as the stimulus when
processing present or current information (Bermeitinger, 2016). In other words, it is a memory
reaction that requires triggering before a human response or behavior (Bermeitinger, 2016).
Although priming is known to have a long history in cognitive and social psychology
literature, the concept is also relevant to media communication. This is why priming is addressed
more as an effect rather than a theory (Molden, 2014; “Priming”, n.d.) judging based on the
endpoint of Iyengar et al., (1982) and Iyengar (2008) findings. Hence, in terms of media, the
priming effect is defined as the influence or changes that occur in people’s thoughts and
judgments due to reliance on the information presented by the media (Roskos-Ewoldsen et al.,
2007). The effect becomes easier because the information has been stored in the brain, and so
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humans are expected to behave based on what their minds have processed, interpreted, and
remembered. The priming effect may occur at different levels, especially if the media places
more emphasis on a particular event to influence the public perception about that event. Some of
these levels of effect are content that comes in various forms and may be interconnected
(Bermeitinger, 2016; Cherry, 2021; Dunn, personal communication, September 10, 2019). I
categorized them into five parts; Appearance priming (positive or negative), Degree priming
(vague or simple), Associated semantics priming (conceptual or linguistic words), Accessibility
priming (easy or difficult), Speed priming (slow or quick), and Time (short or long). For
example, if the memory of the word ‘red’ is positive and of a clear situation, it may be easy for
one to access in the brain, thereby causing quick remembrance of the word even though the
effect may last for a relatively short time.
Much of the research in priming theory has examined the role media plays before an
effect takes place. Many times, the effect is associated with the intensity of media usage
(Mieczkowski et al., 2020). For this reason, there is no priming effect without the involvement of
media because the effects occur as a result of media content consumption. Media here could be
in traditional or digital form but this paper focuses on digital media such as social media
platforms like Instagram. In context to this study, priming is referred to as an effect, and it is
seen as what information brands present on their media platforms, and how this information may
be perceived by their followers/consumers. Many consumers expect to see corporations engaging
in CSA by sharing corporate messaging on activism. While some may argue that this may
influence consumers’ purchase decisions, it may be difficult to conclude the intention of
corporates’ involvement in activism like BLM (Edson & Charsky, 2021). However, before a
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company may decide on engaging in CSA, it means that there are already ongoing discussions on
the advocacy issue.
Moreso, it has been established that the effect of priming is reacting based on a preceding
stimulus. Therefore, brands engaging in CSA activities are by intervention, priming their
followers or consumers on ongoing debates on the media about activism like the BLM
movement. Discussing the priming effect is to explore what brands used in communicating their
responses to the BLM discourse which eventually prime the public on the BLM discourse.
Brands causing a priming effect by responding to the BLM movement on their Instagram pages
may not be intentional, but it can be agreed that because there will be a certain level of
engagement with their media content, priming is inevitable. This, therefore, resulted in the third
hypothesis and last research question for the study.
H 3. How a brand chooses to respond may impact variations in the engagement levels.
RQ 6. What is the level of audience engagement between BLM Post Strategies?
a. Between Direct and Indirect BLM posts.
b. Between each BLM message theme.
c. Between BLM post format.
The more brands talk about the movement, the more prominent it becomes, hence more
reception, more stimulation. In the long run, the priming effect of their activism messaging
strategies influences the degree of the interpretations given to the BLM movement. Furthermore,
the exposure of BLM to brands’ customers can reactivate, promote, and increase the chances of
certain actions or behaviors from them.
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Chapter 3. Method
Content Analysis
To collect data for this research, the technique of content analysis was explored. Using a
content analysis research method means a scientific tool “for making replicable and valid
inferences from texts or other meaningful matter to the context of their use” (Krippendorff, 2018,
p. 24 ). For proper preparation, organization, description, and evaluation of collected content,
many researchers have adopted the content analysis method because it promotes both qualitative
and quantitative sourcing of data among many other advantages (Neuendorf & Kumar, 2015;
Nicholas, 2021). This makes content analysis a social science approach used systematically to
identify and collect recorded communication which may come in form of texts, images, audio, or
videos (Hall & Valentin, 2005; Luo, 2021). It involves the gathering of existing and observable
content to generate insights on various themes like people’s activities (Hall & Valentin, 2005).
However, due to the nature of this study, it is expedient to relate content analysis to online
applications such as social media platforms because they are channels for human
communication. A common area to derive recorded communication is from social networking
sites e.g. Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, etc. (Lai & To, 2015). These platforms serve as archives
for different information which can later be broken down into levels and interpretations,
depending on the goal of the researcher (Schwartz & Ungar, 2015).
Contextually, content analysis is used to measure any communication content through a
process of systemic selection, sampling, coding, and analysis of mediated content (Treadwell,
2013). The content analysis method was chosen because it is suitable to observe and analyze
patterns of communication content. It also helps the researcher make inferences about the effects
and purpose of the content created. The content analysis helped me identify and collect relevant
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information to examine corporate’s brand-generated content (any form of content posted by
brands on a social media platform) indicating responses and support towards the Black Lives
Matter movement. Therefore, to gain a better understanding of the study and answer the research
questions mentioned earlier, 236 Instagram posts from 24 US different brands were analyzed.
The content analysis of these posts was conducted to collect and interpret both latent (hidden
meaning) and manifest (tangible meaning) information, therefore making this research both
quantitative and qualitative. The Instagram posts analyzed were from May 25th to June 21st,
2020 - serving as the peak and busiest weeks of the BLM protests in the year 2020 (Buchanan et
al., 2020). Asides from the reasons mentioned earlier in chapter 2, using the Instagram platform
as a source of data for this study was specifically because of its functions and features in relation
to digital activism and branding (Chapman, 2016; Basit, 2020; Thompson, 2020).
Sampling
This section is presented in two parts; The unit of observation - Instagram profile and
post selections, and the unit of analysis - brand selection. Firstly, explanations are given on the
strategy used in selecting the Instagram accounts followed by what is included and excluded.
Second is the criteria and justification for the selection of sampled brands.
Selection of Instagram Profiles and Posts
This study’s scope is restricted to the feed posts alongside the captions found on each
brand’s Instagram profile. According to Muntinga et al., (2011), consuming, contributing, and
creating are types of levels of brand-related content activeness that motivate users of social
media to interact with brands. However, for this study, the level of engagement has been
restricted to the online behavior of brand followers or consumers in terms of consumption and
contribution. For the Instagram platform, likes and comments are examples of contribution
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engagement (Bakhshi et al., 2014) while viewing is an example of consumption engagement
(Muntinga et., 2011). Likes, comments, and views are the only examples of engagement levels
obvious to an Instagram page visitor. This means that engagement such as sharing, downloading,
reposting, etc can not be accessed or assessed by someone visiting an Instagram profile. This is
why this paper focuses only on likes, comments, and views (for video content).
However, to collect and sample each brand’s Instagram content that is relevant to this
study, content excluded includes the profile photo section, stories, number of followings, bio
description, highlights, reel, IGTV, and tagged. While Instagram handles, the number of
followers, posts, likes/views, and comments were included. To determine which Instagram
profile to consider, the handle has to be verified. The Instagram profiles of each brand were
searched based on what they are popularly called by consumers irrespective of whether the
username is for the corporate brand or a divisional product (service). E.g. Pepsi is different from
PepsiCo is commonly referred to as Pepsi, Walt Disney as Disney, and Facebook is known
majorly for the Facebook app. Meanwhile, a brand’s variant’s username account was not
considered. Using established variables, each post content was studied in its entirety (caption,
likes/views, & comments) to identify the strategies brands used in responding to the BLM
movement.
Selection of Brands
Brands were selected using a simple random technique. A simple random sampling
design is used when every member of a population has an equal chance of being selected to
represent the entire population (Taherdoost, 2016). With the target population being US brands,
these brands were selected from a ranking list named Tenet 2020 Top 100 Most Powerful Brands
(as seen in Figure 1). A purposive search was made to obtain a ranking list with the motive of
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sampling brands that have records of CSR and CSA qualities. This means brands that are
perceived to be strong, valuable, of good reputation, and widely recognized. The TENET list met
this motive based on the methodology criteria used in selecting their brands (TENET, 2020).
Therefore, a set of 23 brands out of 100 were randomly selected based on the researcher's
following criteria: (1) Must be US-owned or publicly operated in the US, (2) Must be among the
largest US brands (using Fortune 500 as a reference), (3) Must represent a specific industry
sector, and (4) Must have a verified Instagram profile. Meanwhile, the 24th brand which is
Instagram was included and sampled because it serves as the source of data for this thesis.
Figure 1
A Snippet of Tenet 2020 Ranking of US 100 Most Powerful brands

Source: Tenet 2020 Top 100 Most Powerful Brands
Note: Click for a larger view
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Only US brands were considered because according to Bedford (2020) in the STATISTA
graph, the United States happens to be the leading country with the most valuable and strong
brands. Also, the primary location of the BLM movement and 2020 BLM famous protest is in
the US (Black Lives Matter, n.d.b). It is assumed that when a company or brand is large based on
revenue (as seen in Figure 2), they are expected to observe more CSR activities (Ketola et al.,
2009), especially when external factors like the government influences their CSR decisionmaking (Vashchenko, M. (2017). A corporate brand may be identified in more than one industry
but the brands sampled had to be a representation of a particular industry. In total, 13 industries
and/or sectors were represented in this study. Lastly, to achieve collecting posts that will be
content analyzed, there had to be an establishment of Instagram usage by the sampled brands.
Although this sampling may not be many in size, it can be useful in terms of the quality
representation of powerful brands in the US.
Figure 2
A Snippet of Fortune 2020 Ranking of America’s Largest Companies

Source: Fortune 500 2020 America’s Largest Companies
Note: Click for a larger view
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Below is Table 1 showing brief insights of the sampled brands that met the above criteria; thus,
presented alphabetically alongside their industries and Instagram details.
Table 1
Sampled Industries and Brands Showing their Instagram Profile Information

INDUSTRY SECTOR
1 Retail
2 Transportation
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

Financial Services
Technology
Telecommunication
Beverage
Health
Entertainment
Energy
Social Media/SNS
Logistics

12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

Transportation
Technology
Social Media/SNS
Fast Food
Technology
Entertainment
Apparel
Beverage

20
21
22
23
24

Apparel
Fast Food
Retail
Telecommunication
Financial Services

BRAND
NAME
Amazon
Amerian
Airlines
American
Express
Apple
AT & T
Coca-Cola
CVS Health
Disney
Exxon Mobil
Facebook
Fed Ex
General
Motors
IBM
Instagram
McDonald's
Microsoft
Netflix
Nike
PepsiCO
Ralph
Lauren
Starbucks
Target
Verizon
Visa

INSTAGRAM
HANDLE
@amazon

NO.
OF
NO. OF
POSTS FOLLOWERS
2,110 3.1m

@americanair

1,557 1m

@americanexpress
@apple
@att
@cocacola
@cvshealth
@disney
@exxonmobil
@facebookapp
@fedex

481
815
2,194
236
376
6,151
208
638
461

424k
25.7m
365k
2.7m
7,641
30.1m
85.9k
3.9m
200k

@generalmotors
@ibm
@instagram
@mcdonalds
@microsoft
@netflix
@nike
@pepsi

1,215
283
6,794
195
341
3,894
790
567

525k
383k
395m
4.1m
3.2m
27.2m
153m
1.7m

@ralphlauren
@starbucks
@target
@verizon
@visa_us

5,920
2,218
1,900
1,252
57

12.5m
17.9m
4.5m
229k
62.7k
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Coded Variables
To categorize the type of brand responses to BLM on Instagram, a deductive close coding
style was explored. This means using a pre-established coding scheme to measure emerging
themes and frequencies of observable data (Yi & ProjectUX, 2018). The purpose of doing this is
to aid understanding, interpretation, and counting while categorizing each Instagram post. Five
variables were categorized into subcategories (as shown in Table 2). Although there was no prior
coding manual overview to enable content categories easy, out of the five variables (as shown in
Table 2) used for this study, two were adapted from Schulz (2017) based on her study on “The
analysis of corporate responses to the Black Lives Matter movement”. They are Presence of
Response and Reference to BLM. The other three variables were, however, inspired by Opinium's
(2020)’s “Ways in which brands should respond towards the BLM movement showing
authenticity”. I further developed all these to suit and achieve the objectives of the research. The
research being more qualitative than quantitative, enabled the me to focus on both interpretation
and counting of the data measured by the variables (Luo, 2021). Therefore, the variables used for
this study were to answer each research question and code the unit of observation. Inferences
were made to the observed themes and words of each Instagram post (latent), alongside
quantifying the occurrence of observed information (manifest). Individual Instagram posts were
analyzed using the subcategories of each variable category, thereby serving as the level of
analysis for each research question.
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Table 2
Coding Manual Showing Protocol for Corporate Responses Strategies
VARIABLE
LEVELS

100

VARIABLES
PRESENCE
OF
RESPONSE

200

FREQUENCY
OF POST
TYPE

300

REFERENCE
TO BLM

400

POST
VARIABLE
IDENTIFIERS SUBCATEGORIES

0
1

If no, no further analysis.
If yes, proceed to other levels.
To count occurrences of post types
and engagement levels.

No
Yes

0

(For post &
caption)
Non-BLM

1

BLM Direct

2

BLM Indirect

3

0

Counter BLM
(For Direct &
Indirect BLM
posts ONLY)
None of the
below

1

Information
Sharing

2

Donations &
Resources

3

Education &
Awareness
(External)

RESPONSE
THEME

DESCRIPTION
If the post contains a BLM response.
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The level at which the ENTIRE brand's
post MOST prevailing response is
related to the BLM movement.
Not referring to BLM in any way.
The post indicates a direct link to BLM
as a movement alongside affiliated
groups.
The post generally addresses problems
about freedom, racism, and/or police
brutality of the blacks but not as a
movement.
The post is against BLM or implying a
prejudiced remark to criticize the
movement.
What the KEY message indicates in the
BLM-related posts.
The post is indicating a message
besides the below mentioned.
The post shows just statements
indicating support but no active
actions taken.
The post indicates the brand donating
funds or making pledges in support of
the movement.
The post indicates providing
educative/empowerment/sensitization
services/partnerships to the public to
support BLM

0

Company
Rebranding
(Internal)
More than one
of the above
(For Direct &
Indirect BLM
posts ONLY)
Blank

1

Text

2

Image

3

Video

4

Gallery

5

Others

4

500

POST BY
FORMAT
TYPE

5

The post indicates revisiting the
brand's policies/products/services to
encourage inclusion & diversity within
the workspace.
Combination of two or more of the
above in a single post.
This describes the type of feed pots
posted in terms of format style
A post showing a blank color ONLY.
A STATIC post containing ONLY written
or typed words.
A combination of pictures and
words/either or both animate &
inanimate pictures.
A MOVING post that has either sound,
image, text, or all.
A post having more than 1 slide is
analyzed as one.
Any other format type besides the
above-mentioned.

Note: (See Appendices A and B for examples and picture illustrations).
Level of Analysis

To determine the response type of each Instagram post and measure the research
questions, each level of analysis was coded using the coding manual. As seen in Table 2, For the
Presence of Response level, each Instagram post was analyzed to know if the post was indicating
a response to BLM or not. So if a brand posted five times within the study time frame and has at
least one BLM response, it is coded as 1 that the brand responded to BLM. But if none of the
posts indicate a BLM response, the brand is automatically coded as zero with no further analysis.
The Frequency level was analyzed to record the patterns and occurrences of the Instagram post
characteristics. Afterward is comparing the frequencies of BLM and non-BLM patterns between
brands and weeks. The Frequency variable was also used in counting the number of direct and
indirect BLM responses; how often a BLM response theme occurs; how often a BLM post
format was observed; and the engagement levels. For the 300 level – Reference to BLM, this is
46

to analyze if the post and the caption as a whole have any link to the movement indicating the
brand’s vocality of their stance. It answers the question, is the post non-BLM, direct BLM,
indirect BLM, or counter BLM?
Level of Response Theme explains the message technique used by brands in responding
to the movement. A brand may choose to either respond to BLM by sharing information,
donating to the movement, creating educative awareness to the public, adjust and revisit the
company’s values and mission, or do more than one of these. Each sampled post was analyzed to
categorize what type of theme was found in their responses, or how the Instagram post was
interpreted by the researcher. Level 500 – Post Format, however, measures the type of format
brands used in communicating their responses towards the BLM movement on Instagram. This
means how the response was presented for public consumption in the form of either a text,
image, video, more than of these at once, or any other form.
Data Collection and Procedure
The collection of the ranking list where sampled brands were selected from was done on
February 20, 2021, and remains valid except removed or adjusted by authors/publishers. The unit
of observation, that is, Instagram brands’ posts collection began June 8, 2021, and ended June
11, 2021, with a record of 236 Instagram posts in total from 24 different brands. These were
brands’ posts dated from May 25, 2020, to June 21, 2020, indicating the BLM movement protest
timeline in the US (Bettis & Studley, 2020). Although each brand’s number of posts and
followers were initially collected on February 24, 2021, to record current changes due to the
Instagram posts collection date, an update was made on the 6th of June, 2020. Besides the posts
collected, links, likes/views, and comments of each sampled post were also collected for the
analysis process.
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While analyzing, Instagram posts that had no response or BLM message were coded as
zero (0) while posts excluded for each level were coded as not applicable (NA). This was only
for posts that already had zeros for both levels 100 & 300. But their likes/views and comments
were collected. Data collected were measured in sum counts, percentages, and charts for proper
counting, comparison, and evaluation using Excel statiscal functions. All these procedures were
achieved using the coding manual.
Intercoder Reliability
To confirm the reliability of the coding process, I initially coded each Instagram post
after the coding scheme was developed. I did two rounds of coding before assessed by a second
coder after brief training. Selected entry at every 5th interval was tested first by the second coder
independently arriving at 20% of the total Instagram posts collected. Thereafter, a random
sample of 10% of the total Instagram posts was assessed making it 30% in total. Using Cohen’s
kappa to ascertain the coding reliability, the result showed an accepted level greater than κ = .9
which indicates an almost perfect agreement (McHugh, 2012).
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Chapter 4. Results
This research aims to observe the content strategies and techniques used by the sampled
brands to communicate their responses toward the BLM movement. In achieving this, variables
were developed to measure these strategies while analyzing the 236 Instagram posts from 24
brands sampled. The coding scheme designed for this paper, therefore, was to test the hypotheses
earlier stated and answer the research questions. The research questions, however, were to
examine two contents – Manifest and Latent. While the manifest findings will be explained in
this chapter, the latent content will be qualitatively discussed in the next chapter. The former
means reporting the obvious findings in terms of frequency variations and distribution of each
variable, and engagement levels. This will be in counts, percentages, and charts. The latter, on
the other hand, will be to interpret existing but hidden information perceived by the researcher
based on the first findings. The Excel functions and formulas were used for data analysis. Below
shows the results of the findings.
H 1. The framing of the BLM movement on Instagram will draw brands’ attention.
The first hypothesis predicted the possibility of brands with an Instagram presence
reacting to the movement going on on the platform, resulting in the first two research questions.
RQ 1. Which brand chose to respond to the BLM movement via their Instagram profile?
The first variable category is Presence of Response with subcategories 0 = No, 1 = Yes.
A brand that has at least one BLM post indicating response to the movement between May 25,
2021, and June 21, 2021, is counted to have responded to the movement. This means that
although a brand may have five BLM posts within the study time frame, the five posts are
counted as 1 to variable Presence of Response. The results discovered that out of 24 brands (N =
100%) sampled, 3 brands (n = 12.5%) had 0 response recorded as seen in Table 3 and Figure 3.
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Therefore, to answer RQ 1, 21 brands (n = 87.5%) chose to respond to the BLM movement via
their Instagram profile while Exxon Mobile, General Motors, and Pepsi didn’t respond.
Table 3
Brands’ Presence of Response in Counts

S/N

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

BRAND INSTAGRAM
HANDLE
@amazon
@americanair
@americanexpress
@apple
@att
@cocacola
@cvshealth
@disney
@exxonmobil
@facebookapp
@fedex
@generalmotors
@ibm
@instagram
@mcdonalds
@microsoft
@netflix
@nike
@pepsi
@ralphlauren
@starbucks
@target
@verizon
@visa_us
Total

Response
(0 = No)
(1 = Yes)
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
0
1
1
0
1
1
1
1
1
1
0
1
1
1
1
1
21
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Figure 3
Brands Presence of Response in Percentages

Presence of Response

0.0%

20.0%

40.0%

60.0%
Yes

80.0%

100.0%

No

RQ 2. How often do brands’ post BLM-related content compared to Non-BLM content?
The second variable category is Frequency and this is to identify the number of times a
variable subcategory occurs. For this question, the goal is to find out the total number of BLM
and Non-BLM posts; the number of BLM and Non-BLM posts by a brand, and compare their
totals by weeks. 236 posts consisting of both BLM and Non-BLM content were analyzed. Table
4 shows that more Non-BLM posts were made compared to BLM posts with a difference of 32
posts. That is, Non-BLM was 134 (57%) and BLM 102 (43%) of the total posts. It also reveals
that the AT&T brand had the highest number of BLM posts with a record of 44% of the total
BLM post collected, and the Instagram brand coming second with a record of 9%. This means
that within the study time frame, AT&T posted BLM content 45 times while still posting 30
unrelated content on their Instagram page. Table 4 also shows that Exxon Mobil made no post at
all within the study time frame while General Motors and Pepsi did but not anything related to
the movement. Five other brands, however, posted at least one BLM content but had 0 Non51

BLM posts throughout the time frame studied. Namely; Coca-Cola, FedEx, McDonald’s, Nike,
and Ralph Lauren.
Table 4
Total Frequencies of BLM (also in percentages) and Non-BLM Posts Per Brand
BRAND
INSTAGRAM
HANDLE
@amazon
@americanair
@americanexpress
@apple
@att
@cocacola
@cvshealth
@disney
@exxonmobil
@facebookapp
@fedex
@generalmotors
@ibm
@instagram
@mcdonalds
@microsoft
@netflix
@nike
@pepsi
@ralphlauren
@starbucks
@target
@verizon
@visa_us
Total

BLM Count
2
1
1
2
45
2
2
3
0
5
1
0
1
9
2
1
7
2
0
2
4
5
4
1
102

Non-BLM
Count
4
15
2
1
30
0
4
9
0
9
0
7
1
11
0
1
21
0
2
0
4
2
10
1
134

BLM+NonBLM
6
16
3
3
75
2
6
12
0
14
1
7
2
20
2
2
28
2
2
2
8
7
14
2
236

% of BLM
2%
1%
1%
2%
44%
2%
2%
3%
0%
5%
1%
0%
1%
9%
2%
1%
7%
2%
0%
2%
4%
5%
4%
1%
100%

Week 1 had the highest number of posts (n = 84) recorded by brands and week 4 coming
second with n = 78 Instagram posts out of 236 total posts. Comparing how often BLM and NonBLM posts were made per week, weeks 1 recorded the highest number of Non-BLM posts (n =
76) and the lowest number of BLM posts (n = 8), while weeks 2 and 4 had a tie of the highest
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number of BLM posts (n = 34) but week 2 recording the lowest number of Non-BLM posts (n =
2). For weeks 3 (n = 38) and 4 (n = 78), the two types of posts (BLM and Non-BLM) had
differences of 14 and 10, respectively. All these can be observed in Figure 4.
Figure 4
Comparison of Total Number of Non-BLM vs BLM Posts Per Week

Instagram post

Frequency of BLM vs Non-BLM posts per week
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

76

44
2

12

34

26

8
May 25 -31

June 1 -7

June 8 -14

34
June 15 -21

Weeks
BLM Post

Non BLM post

H 2. The clarity of brands’ stance may be perceived and interpreted based on their
response strategies.
The second hypothesis suggested that what and how brands decide to communicate their
responses to the BLM movement influences the public’s perception about their stance
authenticity. This hypothesis is only applicable to BLM posts (not Non-BLM posts) indicating
responses found in brands’ Instagram pages. Research questions 3, 4, and 5 respond to this
hypothesis.
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RQ 3. What is the frequency of brands’ responses directly referring to BLM compared to
indirect responses?
The third variable category is Reference to BLM with subcategories 0 = Non-BLM, 1 =
Direct BLM, 2 = Indirect BLM, and 3 = Counter BLM. All of these are types of BLM posts
(except Non-BLM) that are expected to have content that either refers directly, indirectly, or
against the movement. Table 5 displays that out of 102 BLM posts, 57 were directly referring to
BLM while 45 posts were indirectly linked to BLM. No post was recorded to have been against
the movement. To answer question 3, Direct responses were often given by brands while
addressing BLM compared to the Indirect ones.
Table 5
Frequencies and Percentages of Reference to BLM
BLM
Posts
Direct
Indirect
Counter
Total

Frequency %
57
56%
45
44%
0
0%
102
100%

RQ 4. What message theme is often communicated in their BLM responses?
The fourth variable category is Response Theme with subcategories 0=None of the
below, 1 = Information Sharing, 2 = Donations & Resources, 3 = Education & Awareness, 4 =
Company Rebranding, and 5 = More than one of the above. These five types of themes were
used to analyze each BLM post before categorizing them. This research question requires
knowing the underlying theme that makes up what is being communicated as a response to BLM.
The result revealed that Education & Awareness (n = 51) was the most message theme often
communicated at least once in brands’ responses, making it 50% of the total Message Themes
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identified. Information Sharing (n = 27) appeared to be the second most message theme used at
least once per brand in their responses, comprising 26% of the total Message Themes recorded.
The Company Rebranding theme (n = 1) took the last position of what message is
communicated. More than one of the above (n = 9) means that at least one type of theme was
found alongside another type in a brand’s response. This means that the subcategory shares a
mutual relationship with either Information Sharing, Donations & Resources, Education &
Awareness, or Company Rebranding. Therefore, some brands communicated their responses
with more than one key message, summing up to 9% of the total BLM messages. See Table 6
and Figure 5 for results.
Table 6
Frequency and Percentage of Each Message Themes
Message Themes

Frequency

%

None of the below

7

7%

Information Sharing

27

26%

Donation & Resources

7

7%

Education & Awareness

51

50%

Company Rebranding

1

1%

More than one of the above

9

9%

Total

102

100%
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Figure 5
Pie Chart Illustrating Numerical Proportions of Each Message Theme

Distribution of Message Themes
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RQ 5. What post format do brands frequently use in conveying their BLM responses on
Instagram?
The fifth variable category is Post by Format Type with subcategories 0 = Blank, 1 =
Text, 2 = Image, 3 = Video, 4 = Gallery, and 5 = Others. These five types of formats were also
used to analyze each BLM post. This research question was asked to measure how brands'
responses were shared or posted on their Instagram platforms. Table 7 and Figure 6 show that
brands’ responses to BLM were often more communicated in form of video (n = 33), followed
by Image (n = 28), Text (n = 25), and Gallery (n = 14) taking the fourth position. n = 2 Blank
posts were recorded while there was no input for Others as shown in Figure 6. Therefore, 32% of
the total BLM posts were in video format as seen in Table 7.
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Table 7
Frequencies and Percentages of Post Format Types

Format

Frequency

Blank

2

Text

25

Image

28

Video

33

Gallery

14

Others

0

Total

102

%
2%
25%
27%
32%
14%
0%
100%

Figure 6
Pie Chart Illustrating Numerical Proportions of Each Post Format

Post Format Distribution
0
14

2
25

33
28

Blank

Text

Image

Video

Gallery

Others

Note: No input for Others as it is 0
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H 3. How a brand chooses to respond may impact variations in the engagement levels.
The third hypothesis stated a tentative proposition that there may be a causal relationship
between each response strategy of the brand and the behavior of customers. This means if a
brand chooses to be direct with their responses, or choose a message theme, or a post format,
there is a likelihood for the engagement level of each strategy to be influenced. Under this
hypothesis is research question 6 in three parts (a, b, & c).
RQ 6. What is the level of audience engagement between BLM Post Strategies?
This question was measured using the second variable. As stated in question 2, the
Frequency variable is to identify the number of times a variable subcategory occurs. For this
question, the goal is to find out the level of engagement between strategies used by brands, and
to know which metric often indicated audience behaviors to the BLM content posted. The
strategies are in three categories: the Reference style (Direct and Indirect posts), the Message
Themes, and the Post Formats. The engagement levels were obtained using the likes, comments,
and views (for video posts) metrics. As shown in Tables 9, 10, and 11, the Views metric is seen
to be the most common audience engagement, followed by Likes. To find out the total outcome
for audience engagement, each metric was summed up. The result showed that approximately
39,654,046 engagements were accounted for the way brands’ audiences reacted to their BLM
responses. The differences in the level of engagement between strategies are recorded below.
Note that all engagement metrics are rounded up to their nearest thousandths.
a. Between Direct and Indirect BLM posts. For the Direct BLM posts, they had more
engagement in terms of Likes and Comments, while the Indirect posts had more Views
engagement. But for the total engagement, the Indirect BLM posts had more. See Table 8
for results.
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Table 8
Level of Audience Engagement Between BLM Direct and Indirect Posts

BLM

Total
Posts

Likes

Views

Comments

Total
Engagement

Direct

57

9,743,864

6,559,760

271,003

16,574,627

Indirect

45

2,905,661

20,075,002

98,756

23,079,419

Total

102

12,649,525

26,634,762

369,759

39,654,046

b. Between each BLM message theme. As displayed in Table 9, for this category, posts
that communicated Education & Awareness had more Likes and Comments engagement,
followed by Information Sharing, and Company Rebranding coming last for Likes. For
Comments, None of the below options appeared last. Information Sharing recorded more
Views compared to other themes, while the Donations & Resources theme appeared last.
In total, the Information Sharing theme got more audience engagements compared to
other themes with None of the below getting the lowest engagement.
Table 9
Level of Audience Engagement Between Message Themes

Themes

Frequency Likes

Views

Total
Comments Engagement

None of the below

7

9,286

1,742

991

12,019

Information Sharing

27

4,335,850

16,906,951

122,410

21,365,211

Donations & Resources

7

1,207,550

0

27,394

1,234,944

Education & Awareness

51

6,877,269

7,758,769

183,757

14,819,795

Company Rebranding

1

0

521,000

1,350

522,350
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More than One of the
above

9

219,570

1,446,300

33,857

1,699,727

Total

102

12,649,525

26,634,762

369,759

39,654,046

c. Between BLM post format. The format with the highest Likes and Comments
engagement was Gallery, followed by Text, and Others coming last for the whole
metrics. Video had 0 records because the Likes metric does not apply to the format for
the Instagram platform, making it the format with the highest Views engagement. In total,
BLM posts in form of Video recorded the highest level of engagement, followed by
Gallery, and Text. See Table 10 for results.
Table 10
Level of Audience Engagement Between Post Formats

Format
Blank
Text
Image
Video
Gallery
Others
Total

Frequency
2
25
28
33
14
0
102

Likes
6,129
4,967,321
1,678,643
0
5,997,432
0
12,649,525

Views
0
0
0
26,634,762
0
0
26,634,762
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Comments
707
114,512
38,662
81,963
133,915
0
369,759

Total
Engagement
6,836
5,081,833
1,717,305
26,716,725
6,131,347
0
39,654,046

Chapter 5. Discussion
Discussion of Findings
As the BLM movement remains a hot topic in the United States, corporations are
pressured more by the society to contribute to the discussion (Gelles, 2017). Moreso, the
pressure from stakeholders has made many corporations or brands respond to BLM hurriedly and
sometimes, unplanned (Parcha et al., 2020). Even though the concept of CSA had been
investigated in the past, there are still ongoing debates on the many approaches to CSA activities
(Brenstad & Solsnes, 2019). This paper aimed at contributing to the CSA works of literature
addressing how companies communicate their stances on controversial issues via social media
platforms (Apampa, 2020; Edrington & Lee, 2018; Park & Jiang, 2020; Testarmata, 2018).
Corresponding with past studies, the findings of this research showed that using social media for
CSA practices can attract public attention, perceptions, and engagements. Although this thesis
focused on analyzing corporate responses, the intention was not to conclude on the ‘Why’ of the
responses. Therefore, besides the ‘What’ aspect, this paper emphasized more on the ‘How and
Why’ aspect of brands’ responses towards the BLM movement. The ‘What’ was to identify the
content shared or posted by brands regarding the movement, the ‘How’ was to identify and
examine the tactics and styles used while responding, while the ‘Why’ was to assume the reasons
behind the strategies used. The findings of these are reviewed in this section.
I argued that while it is a great development that corporations are increasingly getting
involved in sociopolitical activism, it is expedient that brand responses reflect significance in
terms of clarity and intentionality. This means that brands are expected to be deliberate about
their responses such that it signals a clear message to their stakeholders. So through the lenses of
the attributes of their responses, this study analyzed 236 Instagram posts indicating brands’
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responses towards the Black Lives Matter movement. Variables were developed to measure each
research question, and results indicated which brand responded, what they responded with, and
how they responded using three strategies. The strategies here refer to Reference to BLM,
Response Theme, Post Format, and their Frequencies. The findings, although, did not generate
reasons for the brands’ responses, I drew meanings and interpretations based on the data
collected and analyzed in chapter 4. This chapter, therefore, simultaneously discusses the latent
content deduced from the manifest content found in the above chapter.
Latent Implications of Findings
First, I assumed that the way BLM information are being presented on Instagram will
attract the attention of brands who are present on the platform. Results showed that this
assumption is realistic. Hypothesis 1 speculation of brands responding due to BLM’s activism on
Instagram is supported based on the outcome of research questions 1 and 2 findings (Mourougan
& Sethuraman, 2017). RQ 1 asked the brands that chose to respond to BLM and results showed
evidence (manifest) that 21 out of 24 brands responded via their Instagram pages. This suggests
(latent) that many brands are in support of the movement by going as far as communicating their
stances in favor of what the movement fights for and/or against. RQ 2 asked how often brands
posted BLM content compared to Non-BLM within the study time frame. Results revealed that
Non-BLM contents were more than BLM but with a difference of 32 posts (manifest). Also, the
first week (May 25-31) recorded the most Non-BLM posts while weeks 2 & 4 (June 1-7/15-21)
had the most BLM content. This is, however, justifiable as the study time frame was a month,
and brands were not expected to have been posting BLM content all through while putting sales
on hold. More so, part of June being analyzed was a month for Pride’s and Fathers’ Day
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celebrations so some of the Non-BLM posts had content related to these celebrations. This may
be assumed to have affected the result, thereby causing a digression from the BLM issue (latent).
Secondly, hypothesis 2 suggested that the clarity of brands’ stance may be perceived and
interpreted based on their response strategies. This simply means that the strategies employed
may affirm the vocality of brands’ solidarity towards BLM. Findings indicated that this
hypothesis is significant too as one may conclude that based on the results for questions 3, 4, and
5, the responses speak volumes of brands’ clear intention of supporting BLM (Mourougan &
Sethuraman, 2017). For RQ 3, it sought to assess the prevalence between brands’ Direct and
Indirect References to BLM. Table 5 showed Direct reference represented 56% of the BLM
contents posted by brands (manifest). Being more than Indirect reference, findings suggest that
brands were straightforward, sincere, and plain about their support (latent). RQ 4 asked the
Message Theme that was often identified in brands’ responses. Six Message Themes were
considered. The Education & Awareness theme (n = 51, 50%) had the most communicated
message as shown in Table 6 and Figure 5, and Information Sharing (n = 27, 26%) coming
second. The None of the below and Donations & Resources had a tie of n = 7, 7% while
Company Rebranding came last with n = 1, 1%. More than one of the above Message Theme
appeared n = 9 times (manifest).
When a brand is identified to engage in CSA, many people expect them to respond with
actions, e.g., donating funds. The issue is not the most case for these sampled brands based on
the above results. Therefore, the Latent information of RQ 4 suggests that companies or brands
saw it necessary to educate their stakeholders about what was happening (BLM), thereby making
them aware of the steps they could take while also deciding to be for or against the movement.
The Information Sharing theme was defined as brands communicating their support to BLM with
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their stakeholders either through official statements or the press. This theme coming second
implies or signals that the brands deemed it fit to carry their customers along on what they feel
about the movement. Both themes are, however, performing the same thing, which is instigating
attitude change of their stakeholders. I perceive that the brands also want their customers to take
active roles in the movement, hence the influence in the last theme’s result becoming third. For
the Company Rebranding theme coming last, this may be because, before the 2020 BLM
movement, companies already had necessary changes and adjustments to their work policies.
Lastly, for RQ 5, the question was to know the common format used in communicating
responses. The Video subcategory (n = 33, 32%) appeared to be the most frequent format used
and this is explainable because it grabs attention, increases awareness, and more effective
judging based on the most prevailing themes recorded above (latent) (Sparksight, 2016).
The third and last hypothesis predicted that strategies used by brands when responding
may impact variations in the engagement levels. After examining the three strategies (see Tables
8, 9, & 10), results reflected that there are clear differences in the level of engagement per
strategy (Reference, Theme, and Format). Therefore, the hypothesis is supported (Mourougan &
Sethuraman, 2017). Engagement levels were measured through the Likes, Views, and Comments
metrics. With a total of approximately N = 39,654,046 engagements, Indirect (n = 23, 079,419),
Information Sharing (n = 21,365,211), and Video (n = 26,716,725) were the strategies with the
highest level of engagements. These outcomes were recorded because they were apparently
influenced by the number of Video formats used in each subcategory. This was possible because
it has been established that videos tend to attract more engagement (Tran, 2020). posts as
strategies with the highest engagement had more post count. This, therefore, confirms hypothesis
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3 that the way brand chooses to respond may affect the differences in engagement level between
strategies used.
Limitations
Even though there were attempts to overcome some limitations mentioned below, I
encountered few limitations while conducting this research, and these may be considered as
potential limitations for future studies. Firstly, although justifications were stated earlier, the
content analysis, the sampling method, and the sampling frame (ranking list) where the brands
were selected may have influenced the scope of the study. While content analysis is popularly
used by social researchers, a potential limitation is influencing the researcher’s decision when
collecting, analyzing, and interpreting human communication (Hall & Valentin, 2005). This
influences the reliability of the research findings because it tends to validate the hypothesis and
sentiments of the researcher. For the sampling method- simple random sampling, although this
style may be easy for a small population, choosing from the ranking list may have restricted the
number of brands that could have been sampled from the US, thereby resulting in the number of
Instagram posts analyzed. Nevertheless, using this sampling technique increases the chances of
population representation, and reduces sampling bias sampled brands (Robinson, 2019).
Furthermore, content analyzing BLM or brands’ responses from Instagram is new as
there are little to no existing works on this platform. In addition, the choice of Instagram and
exemption of other social media platforms restricted this study from collecting data from other
platforms where some brands may have responded instead. Some brands or members of the
public may be more active on other platforms like Twitter and/or Facebook than Instagram
(Dixon & Dundes, 2020; McElwee, 2021). Also, many social media platforms aside from
Instagram have responded to the movement, thereby framing various brands to react
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(Hutchinson, 2020). So only samples of corporate responses collected from Instagram or the time
frame studied may not be enough to conclude on the results gotten from the variables analyzed.
Lastly, some companies or brands still struggle with social disclosure participation. For instance,
companies donating actively to the movement but not announcing it is a limitation that couldn’t
have been avoided (Patten & Zhao, 2014).
Recommendations
For future research, the above limitations could be considered for proper direction and
planning, enhancing more reliable and valid findings. This thesis majorly focused on the face
value of strategies used by brands while responding to BLM, using Excel to conduct simple
statistical data analysis. Future studies may, however, want to go further in investigating the
intent, effect, or implications of these strategies using a more complex statistical package like
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The study time frame could be extended as
well to cover other dates when the brand responded to BLM. Some brands also responded but via
their official website so this could be a platform for content analysis, alongside any of their
social media platforms. Furthermore, in an attempt to contribute to this new area of study, I
advocate that future researchers consider doing a comparative analysis between old and new
generation brands to examine the authenticity of their CSA activities. This is because new
generations seem to be the most active set of people in activism (Tyson et al., 2021; YPulse,
2020). Lastly, a larger sample size of the population may be considered to increase
representation.
Conclusion
The Black Lives Matter movement has always focused on addressing anti-black racism in
the US but the 2020 George Floyd protests sparked up a new and strong perception about the
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movement. This attracted the attention of the entire nation; generating many reactions that were
either in support or opposition. Companies that decide to engage in socio-political issues are
oftentimes questioned because it is difficult to conclude the viability and authenticity of their
interventions (Dodd & Supa, 2015; Yim, 2021). However, the theoretical frameworks of this
paper explained that the information presented by brands can, firstly; prime the minds of their
stakeholders on what to think; frame them on how to think; then lastly, create impressions
signally why to think that way. Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the strategies used by
brands when responding to the BLM movement via their Instagram pages. It also went further to
determine the engagement level of these strategies. According to the findings of this study,
several companies supported the movement and saw it necessary to respond. Findings revealed
that although the legitimacy of a brand stand-taking may be perceived to be either authentic or
fake, brands were very strategic in how they responded. This in return affected the audience
behavior while engaging with these BLM responses.
It is evident that brands maximize social media platforms like Instagram to communicate
CSA practices. But, it can not be concluded if they do perform this to attract engagement or gain
good credibility from their stakeholders. Actually, conducting a social media campaign on the
BLM movement is not enough evidence to measure a brand’s intention or corporate values
(McElwee, 2021), but one may conclude that their advocacy or response validates the whole
essence of the movement. The bottom line of brands’ responses is that they choosing to post,
discuss, or support BLM contribute a significant impact on the racial justice issues existing in the
country. Also, CSA engagement remains a risky decision to make because the outcomes are not
certain. So, brands choosing to get involved in the BLM movement or CSA, in general, may
ensure that their stances are consistent, clear, and in alignment with their core values to affirm
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genuine intentions. To sum up, there are studies on why corporations get involve in CSA
practices which may cut across many reasons. This study, however, did not conclude on the
reasons but included subjective assumptions of some of these reasons. Based on a content
analysis of 24 corporate Instagram Pages from Tenet’s “Top 100 Most Powerful Brands”, this
paper found that brands’ strategies first determine their stance on the BLM movement which
then affect the level of audience engagement of these strategies.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Variables with Examples
Each brand’s post was coded based on the mentions of the below phrases and clauses.
A. Presence of Response
•

No

•

Yes

B. (If answered Yes) Frequency of Post Types/Strategies
E.g. Number of BLM and Non-BLM posts
Number of Likes/Views and Comments for each strategy
Number of times a variable subcategory was used, etc.
C. Reference to BLM
•

Non-BLM: Fathers’ Day celebration, Pride Day celebration, etc

•

Direct: mention of any murdered black person, tags of affiliated BLM groups, blacks,
black community, #blm, blm, #blacklivesmatter, black lives matter, #saytheirnames,
#icantbreathe, etc.

•

Indirect: juneteenth, blackout Tuesday, police brutality, racism, racial
inequality/discrimination/injustice, unity, etc.

•

Counter: #alllivesmatter, all lives matter, #whitelivesmatter, white lives matter, etc.

D. Response Theme
•

None of the below: marketing, sales, etc

•

Information Sharing: release of statements, stand in support, giving updates about and
from the BLM organization, etc.

•

Donations & Resources: financial donations to affiliated BLM groups, provisions of
useful resources to BLM, donating to black-owned businesses, etc.

•

Education & Awareness: organizing seminars, sensitization, and programs for the general
public, inciting attitude change towards blacks, launch new developments, make
documentaries, etc.
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•

Company Rebranding: employing more blacks, adjusting brand values and missions,
encouraging or supporting black employees, producing more black inclusive products,
etc.

•

More than one of the above

E. Post by Format Type
•

Blank: plain white, black, red, etc colors, etc.

•

Text: public statements, graphic designs having texts alone, screenshots of typed words,
etc.

•

Image: photographs of humans, animals, things, cartoon pictures, shape images mixed
with words and/or texts, etc.

•

Video: gifs, memes, humans or animals making sounds, moving images with sounds, etc.

•

Gallery: 1 post having up to 10 slides with a combination of one or more examples
mentioned above.

•

Others: audio, etc.
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Appendix B: Instagram Post Illustrations of Variables
Figure 7
Sample of a Non-BLM Post

Figure 8
Instagram Post Showing Samples of a Direct Post and Donations & Resources Post
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Figure 9
Sample of an Indirect Post

Figure 10
Sample of None of the Below
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Figure 11
Sample of an Information Sharing Post

Figure 12
Sample of an Education & Awareness Post

97

Figure 13
Sample of Company Rebranding

Figure 14
Instagram Post of Samples of More Than One of the Above and a Video Format
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Figure 15
Sample of a Blank Post

Figure 16
Sample of a Text Format
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Figure 17
Sample of an Image Format

Figure 18
Sample of a Gallery Format
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